ABSTRACT: The Sign Language Proficiency Interview (SLPI) is an interview tool that is widely used across the United States and Canada for assessing a person's sign language skills. In the traditional SLPI 3-rater team procedure, 3 raters independently rate a video recording of an interviewee's sign language interview and subsequently discuss and negotiate an official performance rating by reference to an explicit construct of scaled sign language skills. In this study, we evaluated the interrater reliability of raters' independent ratings before negotiation. In addition, we examined the degree of deviation of independent rater prenegotiation ratings from postnegotiation official ratings in order to estimate how seriously the idiosyncratic perceptions of raters affect the construct validity of the SLPI. Results support the existence of high reliability and little effect of raters' idiosyncratic perceptions on the construct validity of the SLPI when SLPI official ratings are obtained via the SLPI 3-rater team procedure.
ABSTRACT: The Sign Language Proficiency Interview (SLPI) is an interview tool that is widely used across the United States and Canada for assessing a person's sign language skills. In the traditional SLPI 3-rater team procedure, 3 raters independently rate a video recording of an interviewee's sign language interview and subsequently discuss and negotiate an official performance rating by reference to an explicit construct of scaled sign language skills. In this study, we evaluated the interrater reliability of raters' independent ratings before negotiation. In addition, we examined the degree of deviation of independent rater prenegotiation ratings from postnegotiation official ratings in order to estimate how seriously the idiosyncratic perceptions of raters affect the construct validity of the SLPI. Results support the existence of high reliability and little effect of raters' idiosyncratic perceptions on the construct validity of the SLPI when SLPI official ratings are obtained via the SLPI 3-rater team procedure.
KEY WORDS: sign language, assessment, reliability, validity he Sign Language Proficiency Interview (SLPI; Newell, Caccamise, Boardman, & Holcomb, 1983), 1 which is a standardized interview tool for assessing a person's sign language skills, involves a one-on-one video-recorded conversation between an interviewer and an interviewee that is subsequently rated by trained SLPI raters. The SLPI is a construct-referenced test that uses the SLPI rating scale, which is a standard scale based on a detailed and explicit language skills construct. This construct defines each of 11 scale levels from low beginning sign language skills (No Functional Skills) to native-like sign language skills (Superior Plus). Appendix A provides descriptors of the functional language use construct that is associated with each SLPI rating scale level.
The SLPI was originally developed and piloted at the National Technical Institute for the Deaf (NTID) for use in evaluating the sign language skills of NTID faculty and staff (Newell et al., 1983) , with the first formal implementation of the SLPI occurring for residential staff at the Louisiana School for the Deaf (LSD) (Caccamise, Newell, & Mitchell-Caccamise, 1983) . Since that time, the SLPI has come to be widely used across the United States and Canada, having been implemented at more than 60 academic and vocational rehabilitation programs.
2, 3 Despite its wide use, there are no published reports on the reliability or validity of SLPI ratings. Given its importance to hiring practices, tenure and promotion, and program admission and graduation, such studies are necessary to help ensure that the ratings that are received by SLPI interviewees are consistent and accurately reflect their skills. In addition, information obtained from such studies may assist in planning and providing in-service training for SLPI team members.
There are three options in use at various SLPI evaluation sites for obtaining SLPI ratings from this interview. These options are the traditional SLPI 3-rater team procedure, the SLPI 2-rater team procedure, and the SLPI individual rater procedure (Caccamise & Newell, 2007a ). This article is concerned with the traditional SLPI 3-rater team procedure. In this procedure, the interviewee is recorded and this video recording is then rated independently by three trained SLPI raters. The three raters may conditionally provide a second set of independent ratings if all three raters' initial ratings are not within one rating level of one another. Subsequent to these independent ratings, the three raters convene to discuss the interviewee's language behaviors, with explicit reference to the SLPI rating scale construct, and they attempt to negotiate an official rating that is consistent with that construct.
In the present study, we evaluated the interrater reliability of raters' independent ratings before negotiation. In addition, we examined the degree of deviation of independent rater's prenegotiation ratings from their postnegotiation official ratings. A rater's prenegotiation rating is affected by the SLPI construct as well as by raters' idiosyncratic perceptions of an interviewee's behaviors that are irrelevant to the SLPI construct. Deviations of raters' prenegotiation ratings from their postnegotiation ratings reflect how much the construct validity of the SLPI depends on the negotiation process.
Interrater Reliability
Interrater reliability in this study refers to how consistently the scale ratings of the three raters within an SLPI team agree before discussion and negotiation. We obtained SLPI results from a sample of NTID faculty, staff, and students, and evaluated interrater reliability by determining the total relative proportion of individual rater's ratings before negotiation that were within one or more scale units of their team members' individual ratings.
Construct Validity of Prenegotiation Ratings
Construct validity, in the context of language performance, refers to the notion that a test should accurately reflect the principles of a valid theory of language use and learning. In this respect, a good construct-referenced test of language performance should include features of actual language use, including (a) interactions among people, (b) accommodating unpredictability in the reactions of language users, (c) language use in context, (d) allowing immediate clarification of the purpose of a person's language behaviors, (e) adjusting to the linguistic level of a person while maintaining authentic language, and (f) being performance based in a way that the quality of a person's language is revealed (Finocchiaro & Brumfit, 1983) . As Moss (1992) pointed out, construct validity is central to the validation of testing methods and practices for performance assessment.
The SLPI is a construct-referenced test that incorporates the above features of language use (see Appendix A for construct descriptors). The face-to-face format of the SLPI provides a natural context for these features to emerge. As Clark (1978) pointed out, from the standpoint of validity, tests that involve face-to-face interviews approximate reallife communication as closely as possible in a testing environment.
SLPI raters are trained to respect the principles and practices of SLPI administration based on the SLPI construct. Therefore, raters' prenegotiated, independent ratings are construct referenced in the sense that they consciously attempt to adjust their judgments to an explicit description of the SLPI construct. However, it is well known that the accuracy of judgments of expert raters is influenced by characteristics of the individual raters themselves, including situational factors; health; idiosyncratic biases; level of experience in the specific judgment task; and other physical, psychological, and professional variables (Stewart, Roebber, & Bosart, 1997). Such variables can compromise the ability of raters to accurately apply their formal knowledge of the reference construct. Therefore, a variety of rater-specific (idiosyncratic) characteristics may introduce constructirrelevant variance into SLPI raters' ratings that may cause those ratings to drift away from the true level of interviewees' sign language skill to different degrees across different interviewees.
In order to reduce these rater-specific sources of construct-irrelevant variance, the traditional SLPI 3-rater team procedure was designed to include a rater negotiation process in which the rating team members discuss and negotiate their official rating. During negotiated discussion and review of an SLPI, raters calibrate their common understanding of the characteristics and quality of an interviewee's sign language expressive and receptive skills with reference to a standardized linguistic performance profile for signers at different levels of sign language proficiency. As such, each rater's compliance with the explicit construct of scaled sign language skills that underlies the SLPI is reinforced within the immediate time frame of the evaluation process for each interviewee's language sample. This in situ self-calibration with respect to a linguistic performance profile is consistent with Moss' (1992) emphasis on incorporating principles of a valid theory of language use and learning into language testing. It therefore results in an official language skill rating that, in principle, provides greater construct validity than an individual rater's rating or than an average of three raters' independent ratings. skill level standards or goals for all persons who will be taking the SLPI. For example, for teachers, the standard goal has been established universally as an Advanced SLPI rating, and for speech-language specialists and audiologists, the standard goal has generally been established as an Intermediate Plus or Advanced SLPI rating. For additional information about the SLPI, including factors and principles to consider when developing sign language policies and procedures, readers are referred to the following Web site: www.ntid.rit.edu/slpi.
In this study, we investigated the construct validity of raters' prenegotiated independent ratings. Construct validity before negotiation was evaluated by determining the total relative proportion of these ratings that were within one scale unit of the negotiated official ratings. This comparison provides an intuitive estimate of the impact of the selfcalibrating negotiation process on reducing specifically idiosyncratic sources of construct-irrelevant variance. For example, a small proportion of an individual rater's ratings deviating from the negotiated official ratings would imply a small impact of idiosyncratic rater factors on the construct validity of their individual ratings. 4 
METHOD

Participants
Participants were all NTID SLPI team members (n = 34) who conducted SLPI ratings for NTID faculty, staff, and Procedure SLPI procedure. All 160 SLPIs were conducted using the NTID standard interview procedure as described by Caccamise and Newell (2008a). In brief, all SLPIs involved a video-recorded one-to-one conversation between a trained SLPI interviewer and the person taking the SLPI. Interviews generally last approximately 20 min and cover three general topics: work/schooling, background, and hobbies. Specific questions for each general topic vary according to the interviewees' responses.
SLPI rating procedure. Within 3 months of interview dates, these interviews were then rated using the standard SLPI 3-rater team procedure as described in Caccamise and Newell (2008b) . This rating procedure is as follows:
• Three raters view each interviewee's SLPI recording and, using SLPI Individual Rater Worksheet B (Appendix B), they independently describe and provide examples of the interviewee's sign language skills. Based on a comparison of their descriptions of the interviewee's sign language skills to the SLPI rating scale (Appendix A), raters then record their first independent ratings for the interviewee on their individual rater worksheets. A fourth person collects the three raters' worksheets.
• If the first independent ratings of the three raters are within one rating level of each other, the individual rater worksheets are returned to the raters and they begin the discussion needed to complete the SLPI Rater Discussion Worksheet B (Appendix C). Following completion of the discussion worksheet, raters compare their agreed-to description of the interviewee to the SLPI rating scale and record their final independent ratings on their individual rater worksheets. If all three raters are in agreement, this rating is recorded as the official rating on the SLPI Rater Discussion Worksheet B. If all three raters are not in agreement, the raters may recommend that the interviewee be rated by another SLPI rating team or that the interviewee be scheduled for another SLPI.
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• If the first independent ratings of the three raters are not within one rating level of each other, the individual rater worksheets are returned to the raters, although the ratings are not shared with them, and the raters view the interview a second time.
• Following their second viewing of the interview, the raters record their second independent ratings on their individual rater worksheets. If all three raters are within one rating level of each other, they begin the discussion needed to complete the discussion worksheet and to decide their final independent ratings. If all of the raters are not within one rating level of each other, they discuss whether they believe the interview to be ratable. If the raters agree that the interview is ratable, they begin the discussion needed to complete the discussion worksheet and to decide their final independent ratings. If the raters believe that the interview is not ratable, they record not ratable on their individual rater worksheets and on the SLPI Rater Discussion Worksheet B official rating line. 6 • If the three raters are unable to agree on an official rating, or they believe that an interview is not ratable, the SLPI coordinator may inform the interviewee that the interview is not ratable and provide the interviewee with the option to schedule another SLPI or, if he or she believes that the interview is ratable, the coordinator may give the interview recording to a second rating team.
• If an interviewee, after reviewing his or her SLPI interview at an SLPI follow-up meeting, believes that he or she should have received higher ratings, the interviewee may request that the interview be rerated. Also, if an interviewee believes that he or she did not demonstrate his or her highest sign language skills, the interviewee may request another SLPI. Reinterviews and reratings are always conducted by SLPI team members who did not conduct the first interview and rating for an interviewee.
• When a rerating is requested, if the rating by the second team is in agreement with the rating by the first team, this rating is awarded as the interviewee's official rating. If the first two rating teams are not in agreement, the interview recording is given to a third team. If the rating of the third team is in agreement with the rating of one of the first two rating teams, this rating is awarded as the interviewee's official rating. If there is no agreement across the three rating teams, the interviewee is scheduled for another interview.
RESULTS
Of the 160 SLPIs that were conducted, 157 (98.1%) received SLPI official ratings. The rating teams for the remaining three interviews (1.9%) were unable to reach agreement; hence, these interviews could not be assigned official ratings. Only eight (5%) of the 160 interviews required reratings, six of which resulted in official ratings and two of which did not. The SLPI protocol allows for the possibility that an interview might not be ratable and, therefore, might not result in an official rating, as happened with three of the interviews in this study. Interviews that do not meet the criteria needed for an official rating cannot affect the reliability of official ratings, nor can they contribute construct-irrelevant variance to official ratings. Therefore, the analyses below are based on the 157 interviews that entailed interviews that met the general SLPI criteria to receive official ratings. Table 1 shows that the highest number of interviewees receiving official ratings achieved an official rating of Advanced Plus-Superior Plus range (43, or 27.4%), followed by Intermediate (31, or 19.7%), Intermediate Plus (29, or 18.5%), Survival Plus (21, or 13.4%), Advanced (15, or 9.6%), Survival (14, or 8.9%), Novice Plus (3, or 1.9%), and Novice (1, or 0.6%), with no interviewee receiving no functional skills as an official rating. Table 2 shows that 86.6% of the raters provided first independent ratings that were either the same as or within one rating level of those of the other members of their rating team, and 13.4% of the raters provided first independent ratings that were not within one rating level of those of the other members of their rating team. Most of these latter raters provided second independent ratings that were within one rating level of those of their rating team members. Specifically, after second independent ratings, 96.8% of the raters provided ratings that were either the same as or within one level of those of their rating team members, which is an improvement of 10.2%. Table 3 provides an analysis of the first and second independent ratings grouped by SLPI rating scale levels. The ratings from the three SLPI rating team members were the same as or within one rating level after the second independent ratings for all scale levels except the following:
Interrater Reliability
• Advanced Plus-Superior Plus range: Two (4.6%) of the 43 interviews. For these two interviews, raters for one team had second independent ratings of Intermediate Plus, Advanced, and Advanced Plus, and raters for the other team had second independent ratings of one Intermediate Plus and two Advanced Plus.
• Intermediate: One (3.2%) of the 31 interviews. This interview had second independent ratings of one Advanced and two Intermediate. Table 4 compares the 471 first independent ratings by all raters (157 ratings × 3 raters per team = 471) and, when needed, their second independent ratings (21 ratings × 3 raters per team = 63) before analysis and negotiation, with the official rating arrived at after analysis and negotiation. The comparisons in this table summarize the results for all SLPI official ratings received by interviewees in this study. Of 471 first independent ratings, 2.5% were not within one level of official ratings; after second independent ratings, this percentage was reduced to 0.6%. Table 5 provides a comparison of the raters' first and second independent ratings with official ratings for each scale level. All ratings were the same as or within one rating level of official ratings after the second independent ratings for all official ratings except the following:
Prenegotiation Rater Validity
• Advanced Plus-Superior Plus range: Of 129 ratings, two raters (1.6%) on two different rating teams had second independent ratings of Intermediate Plus; the other two raters for these two teams had second independent ratings of Advanced Plus. Table 2 . For all SLPI rating levels/ranges, number and percentage of times that the first and second independent ratings of the 3 SLPI rating team members were (a) all the same, (b) all within one level of each other, and (c) all not within one level of each other. Note. A second independent rating was done only if the first independent ratings of all 3 raters were not within one level of each other.
Comparison of the first and second independent ratings by all 3 members of each SLPI rating team
a This row combines the results for all of the second independent ratings plus all of the first independent ratings when second independent ratings were not done. Note. A second independent rating was done only if the first independent ratings of all 3 raters were not within one level of each other.
Independent ratings of SLPI raters
a These columns combine the results for all of the second independent ratings plus all of the first independent ratings when second independent ratings were not done.
• Intermediate: Of 93 ratings, one rater (1.1%) had a second independent rating of Advanced; the other two raters on this rating team had second independent ratings of Intermediate.
DISCUSSION
The SLPI 3-rater team procedure was designed to converge toward increasingly reliable and valid official ratings. This procedure involves independent ratings and negotiated discussion and review of interviewees' interviews in relation to a standardized scaled linguistic performance profile that is grounded in a theory of language use and learning. The NTID reliability and validity data reported in this article provide clear evidence that the SLPI 3-rater team procedure successfully accomplishes that goal. Furthermore, the evidence presented here suggests that the SLPI 3-rater team procedure entails minimal influence of idiosyncratic construct-irrelevant variance on official ratings. In addition, the low number of interviews that resulted in no official rating suggests that the interview protocol used in this study produced valid data samples and provided outcomes that had clear validity in the selfreflective opinions of the interviewees.
RESULTS AND CONCLUSION
Reliability analyses of the SLPI 3-rater team procedure showed that for first independent ratings, more than 86% of the raters produced ratings that were within one rating level Table 4 . For all SLPI rating levels, number and percentage of times that the first and second independent ratings of the 3 SLPI rater team members were (a) all the same as the official ratings, (b) all within one level of the official ratings, and (c) all not within one level of the official ratings.
Comparison of first and second independent ratings of SLPI raters to official ratings Note. A second independent rating was done only if the first independent ratings of all 3 raters were not within one level of each other.
Independent ratings of SLPI raters
a This row combines the results for all of the second independent ratings plus all of the first independent ratings when second independent ratings were not done.
of those of the other members of their rating teams. When all three rating team members' first independent ratings were not within one rating level of one another, adding a second independent rating before discussion boosted the reliability of ratings within one rating level to more than 96%. These results confirm that the reliability for NTID SLPI raters' independent ratings before negotiated discussion, review, and determination of interviewees' official ratings was very high. The results of the validity analysis for this study indicate relatively strong validity for raters' prenegotiated independent ratings. Only 2.5% of the first independent ratings fell outside one level of the official ratings. Adding a second independent rating before rater team discussion when the first independent ratings of the three raters were not all within one level of one another reduced this percentage to 0.6%. These results suggest that the influence of idiosyncratic construct-irrelevant variance on construct validity before negotiation is minor, and the negotiation process is effective in reducing the impact of this variance on SLPI validity in the majority of rater-disagreement cases. The NTID reliability and validity data reported in this article, therefore, provide clear evidence that the SLPI 3-rater team procedure results in reliable and valid official ratings.
We caution, however, that the impact on rater performance of variations in interview conditions and of raterspecific sources of construct-irrelevant variance can vary widely across assessment programs and interviewee populations. Therefore, programs using the SLPI should conduct their own reliability and validity studies in order to confirm that idiosyncratic sources of construct-irrelevant variance do not significantly compromise the reliability and validity of their assessment results. As suggested in the introduction to this article, information obtained from such studies should be used to assist in planning and providing in-service training for SLPI team members. 
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